The popularity of Corporate Universities (CUs) has grown considerably over the last decades, gaining both scholars and practitioners' interest. This exploratory study contributes to the CU-related research field adding empirical evidence to the scant literature that examines how the CU configuration is operationalized in the Italian context. Our findings reveal that different features exist with varied prominence among the selected CUs, revealing a great heterogeneity that cannot be explained uniquely by their stage of life cycle. Nevertheless, it is worth noting some common features across the selected cases. First of all, these CUs devote most of their activities exclusively or prominently to their internal audiences. Moreover, although they have relationships with universities and business schools, the level of involvement of external partners is still modest. Together these two aspects denote a low level of openness of these entities that may be explained by institutional and cultural factors characterizing the Italian context.
advancement in any scientific field (Carper & Snizek, 1980) . CUs configurations can be discovered empirically, gathering data and processing this evidence using quantitative analysis (taxonomies) or via theoretical reasoning using a priori knowledge (typologies). Both methodologies have shortcomings: taxonomies tend to be specific and may lack broader applicability to other settings and organizations (Samuel & Mannheim, 1970) , while pure typologies may be "largely the product of rather personal insight [and] may not accurately reflect reality" (Hambrick, 1984: p. 28) . These considerations highlight the importance of evaluating CUs configurations developed either theoretically or empirically against the reality of the phenomenon under investigation. As a matter of fact, a recent review of the literature (Lui Abel & Li, 2012) reveals a lack of empirical evidence on real CUs configurations. As Lui Abel & Li (2012) remarked, empirical studies on CUs mostly examined one or two aspects in isolation such as: learning strategies and governance of CU (e.g., Rademakers, 2005; Rivera & Paradise, 2006) , the evaluation methods (e.g., Allen, 2002; Bober & Bartlett, 2004; Guerci, Bartezzaghi, & Solari, 2010) ; internal or external partnerships (e.g., Blass, 2005; Thompson, 2000) ; ICT adoption (e.g. Iannotta, Gatti, & D'Ascenzo, 2016) . However, a true configuration approach should require considering the CU as a complex entity characterized by the interaction of many features that mutually influence each other. Lui Abel and Li's empirical study (2012) is one of the few systemic investigations that adopted an integrative approach on a large sample of CUs. However, as the study was based on a North American sample, results may have limited implications for CUs based in other countries. The other few empirical studies that adopt a comprehensive approach to CU configurations use a single or a few case studies (e.g., Baldwin, Danielson, & Wiggenhorn, 1997; El-Tannir, 2002; Jansink, Kwakman, & Streumer, 2005; Shaw, 2005; Holland & Pyman, 2006) . Unfortunately, among them, the inclusion of cases of Italian CUs is only few exception.
To date, there is a lack of empirical evidence on the configuration of CUs in the Italian context, and most of the available data are provided in practice-oriented reports (Fondazione Campus, 2013; ASFOR, 2015; Nomisma, 2016 ) that often lack theoretical or conceptual underpinning. In order to fill this gap, we conducted an exploratory study using a multiple case study design to address the following questions: This study makes two key contributions to the extant literature on CUs. First, it contributes to research on CUs configuration by enlarging the scope of empirical studies that adopt an integrative approach. Indeed, our aim is to shed light on the interaction of the several distinctive features of CUs rather than concentrating on one or two factors in isolation. Second, this study is a first attempt to investigate how the CU configuration in the Italian context reflects the features of taxonomies/typologies proposed in the literature.
In the following sections we will first introduce the concept of Corporate University to better understand its configuration and underline its strategic role in modern organizations in promoting training and development processes and the overall organizational performance and success. We will then analyze the empirical results of an exploratory study that highlights differences and similarities in the Corporate Universities' configurations in the Italian context. Finally, we will discuss our findings and introduce avenues for future research.
Distinctive Features of CUs: A Conceptual Framework
According to Meister (1998, p. 29) , CUs can be defined as "the strategic umbrella for developing and educating employees, customers and suppliers in order to meet an organization's business strategies". This definition suggests that "such organizations exist in diverse forms, operate under a wide range of titles and undertake a broad spectrum of education, training and development activities" (Prince & Beaver, 2001; p.18) . According to Lui Abel and Li (2012) two main features characterize CUs. First, they are engaged in the development of organizationally specific skills. Central to the training approach of CUs is that knowledge transfer will help the firm's development only if the training content is applicable and suited for the specific characteristics of the organizational context. This approach cannot be fulfilled from outside the firm by referring to educational agencies and, in general, to the external organization of knowledge (Antonelli, Cappiello, & Pedrini, 2013) but requires the adoption of an internal faculty. Second, they represent an instrument to link learning programs to organizational goals and business performance. In doing that, CUs' scope goes beyond that of providing training, including also skill building, knowledge production, and change management (Morin & Renaud, 2004) .
Furthermore, CUs play a proactive role, being guided by long term strategic plans in order to support the business objectives of the organization, more than simply responding reactively to specific training needs. ijbm.ccsenet.org International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 12, No. 12; 2017 El Tannir (2002) defines CU as "a function or a department that develops the skills for employees, and integrates them into the strategic orientation of the corporation with strong emphasis on leadership and improved work-related performance" (p.77). To reach these goals, CUs have to incorporate several complex roles, being a change management catalyst, a leadership development agent, and a business development instrument (Andresen & Irmer, 1999) .
A number of authors have proposed useful taxonomies and typologies to describe the roles played by CUs (Fresina, 1997; Prince & Beaver, 2001 ).
According to the taxonomy developed by Fresina (1997) , Corporate Universities can be distinguished into three prototypes. Each of them focuses on a specific strategic purpose. The first prototype aims at reinforcing and perpetuating current cultures, behaviors and competitiveness; the second type is designed to support and manage strategic change; the third, recognized as the most challenging model, has the purpose to drive and shape the future direction of the organization.
Walton (1999) categorized three generations of Corporate University according to their mission and learning strategy. According to this developmental model, the first generation of CUs is directed to the promotion of organizational culture and values; the focus is on classroom-based activities. The second generation follows a more strategic approach to organizational learning, by pursuing a wider range of activities and often the development of partnerships with other employees or institutions. Finally, the third generation includes CUs that are strategically aimed at developing the organization's intellectual capital through the most effective adoption of technology and the implementation of virtual elements in learning and communicating processes.
Lui Abel and Li (2012) provided an aggregated view of CU characteristics based on a summary of the extant CU literature. The authors identified 13 dimensions that characterize CUs, grouped into 4 profiles (organizational, learning delivery, operational, partnership) according to the similarities of their functions and consistently with the taxonomy proposed by Prince and Stewart (2002) . The organizational and partnership profiles capture the strategic nature of CUs while the operational and learning delivery profiles outline the functioning model of these organizations. The four functional profiles are described in Table 1 .
Lui Abel and Li's aggregated view (2012) will provide the conceptual framework for this study and inform the qualitative analysis in order to provide a better comprehension of CUs configuration in the Italian context. Consistently with this aggregated view, in this paper we focus on the organizational profile, the learning delivery profile, the operational profile, and the partnership profile to identify the distinctive features of Italian CUs. 
Method
This study applies a multiple case study design (Yin, 1994) in order to provide a 'thick description' of the ijbm.ccsenet.org
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In accordance with qualitative methods, our sampling strategy was aimed at selecting a theoretical rather than a probability sample. First, we identified target cases using the following selection criteria:
1) the naming "Corporate University" or "Corporate Academy" was formally adopted by the candidate cases;
2) the candidate cases should include CUs at different stages of development and from several industries.
Then, we involved a panel of experts in order to validate the candidate cases identified in the first stage. This procedure consistently reduces the risk of attribution bias. At the end of this process we selected 9 CUs for inclusion in the present study. A description of the sample is provided in Table 2 . To increase the reliability of results, we decided to use triangulation of data sources and methods. An on-line survey addressed to the Head of the selected CUs was designed to collect detailed data from each case regarding the following aspects: (i) CU business context and demographics; (ii) CU governance, structure and stage of development; (iii) CU operational processes; (iv) CU internal and external partnerships. Data collection also included seven qualitative interviews with managers of the sampled organizations and documentary analysis to gain in-depth knowledge of the internal and external factors that affected the process of establishment and evolution of the CU. Table 3 provides information regarding the key informants involved in qualitative interviews. We found that one common trait across Italian CUs is that they are all corporate-driven initiatives supported by a corporate budget. According to the literature, CEO involvement is one of the key organizational features of successful CUs as a close connection to top management ensures that the CU is a key strategic vehicle. Yet, results show that only in one case CU reports directly to the CEO. Interestingly, this occurs for one of the oldest CU that already entered in the maturity stage. Most CUs report directly to the HR Director, while in a few cases the CU reports to the Learning & Development unit within the HR Department.
According to Jansink, Kwakman, and Streumer (2005) , an important characteristic of CU is the "span of scope". CUs distinguish themselves from traditional training functions because they are involved in a wider array of activities beyond training, which remains very central but is complemented by research and knowledge management. Our results show that the CUs scope is still very focused on training and development activities. Interestingly, mature CUs devote their attention also toward research and innovation programs, while knowledge management is not among the scope of activity of these organizations, regardless of their stage of development.
With regards to organizational structure, several scholars claimed that companies establish CUs in order to systemize the training function, maximize the investments in education, spread common culture and share leadership models. Therefore, CUs are generally expected to adopt a more centralized model, as compared to traditional training departments/functions with respect to coordination and management of all training and learning activities. This should lead to increased efficiency while ensuring effective integration of learning contents across an enterprise (Rivera & Paradise, 2006) . In line with this expectation, we found that a centralized model prevails in most CUs for the coordination of managerial training programs. However, a federated model prevails for technical training, showing that organizations continue to struggle with a pure centralized model. For the delivery of technical training most CUs, including those in the maturity stage, adopt a shared or a decentralized model to reduce conflicts with local offices and difficulties in administering global learning investments.
Among the organizational profile criteria, the evaluation measures adopted to assess the CUs impact represent a crucial dimension to identify proper CUs from traditional training functions. As previously stated, a distinctive trait of CUs is the strong connection between organizational strategy and learning activities. For this reason CUs should be measured mainly on their ability to link the educational goals to the strategic needs of the organization. However, results show that the use of efficiency and coverage criteria is still prevalent on that of innovation and strategic criteria. As far as the operational profile is concerned, the use of a blended approach and the focus on active learning methods are often recognized as distinctive features of CUs (Morin & Rinaud, 2004) . According to the literature, CUs are expected to take advantage of technologies, mainly in terms of efficiency and flexibility of learning processes (Homan & Macpherson, 2005) . Walton (1999) distinguished three generations of CUs using e-learning adoption and digitalization as an indicator of the CUs level of sophistication and ability to spread a learning culture. All the CUs involved in our study adopted a Learning Management System. Despite this evidence, findings reveal that most of the CUs' activities mainly occur in traditional classrooms. Only in one case we found a balance between frontal teaching and digital learning (virtual or blended). According to the literature, for CUs to be successful it is crucial to develop networks with world-class learning partners, such as Universities and Business Schools (Prince & Stewart, 2002) . We found that partnership with Academia is still underdeveloped among Italian CUs. Although most organizations reported having relations with academic institutions, this collaboration is limited to the involvement of professors in the CU's faculty and the joint planning of training initiatives. No collaboration is mentioned in terms of research projects or knowledge production.
With regards to recipients, a common feature across the selected CUs is that they all devote most of their activities to employees. Only two CUs reported to address programs also to partners and customers, and in one case specific initiatives were devoted to students from schools and universities. Interestingly, none of the nine CUs offered programs to employees' relatives and/or the wider social community.
According to the extant literature, CUs respond to the need for idiosyncratic training that combines codified knowledge with the specificity of the organizational culture and strategic goals. This demand is usually fulfilled through the constitution of an internal faculty. This is also considered a crucial means for CUs to become a vehicle for knowledge-production. As a matter of fact, employees learn and produce knowledge in various ways: seeking new solutions to work problems, dealing with various customer demands, making new products, or implementing new work procedures. The involvement of knowledgeable employees as internal trainers allows spreading and reusing this valuable knowledge. Our findings show that all CUs but one have an established pool of internal trainers. The most frequent approach to identify faculty members is top-down selection through line managers and/or HR nomination based on employees' seniority and level of expertise. Interestingly, CUs in the maturity stage are more likely to adopt formalized policies to manage the internal faculty and have a broader set of criteria to identify faculty members, which include also bottom-up approaches based on self-nomination. 
Conclusions
This exploratory study contributes to the CU-related research field adding empirical evidence to the scant literature that examines how the CU configuration is operationalized in the Italian context. Our findings reveal that all the selected CUs display several distinctive features proposed in the literature, proving that they go beyond merely calling themselves a corporate university. However, the different features exist with varied prominence among the CUs, revealing a great heterogeneity across the nine cases that cannot be explained uniquely by their stage of life cycle.
Nevertheless, it is worth noting some common features across the selected cases. First of all, these CUs devote most of their activities exclusively or prominently to their internal audiences (employees, professionals and managers). Moreover, although they have relationships with universities and business schools, the level of involvement of external partners is still modest. Together these two aspects denote a low level of openness of these entities. This feature may be explained by institutional and cultural factors, given the traditional distance between academy and industry that characterizes the Italian context.
The only distinctive feature that seems related to the CU life cycle concerns the role of internal faculty. Among the selected CUs, mature entities show a greater commitment to knowledge production through a stronger investment in formal policies to select and engage the internal faculty.
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
This research study has some limitations that pave the way to future research opportunities.
Our work is based on an exploratory study and represents a first stage of a larger research project. Further investigations are required to better understand the Corporate University phenomenon.
A theoretical implication that emerges from the study suggests devoting greater attention in future research to the role of academic and business environments as institutional forces that affect CUs configuration.
Moreover, the results illustrated are limited to nine organizations in the Italian context; future research should investigate, for instance, how CUs' configurations and distinctive features differ across business sectors, types of organizations, and geographical, social and cultural contexts.
Finally, future studies might directly address some key actors involved inside (e.g. employees, managers, internal faculty) and outside the organizations (e.g., partners) in the CUs activities, to investigate their perceptions and experiences and deepen some key dimensions that characterize CUs.
